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ABSTRACT 

The attitudes of parents toward a uniform student 
dress code were surveyed at a Chicago (Illinois) public school. 
Subjects were 15 Black parents (10 females and 5 males) and 15 
Hispanic American parents (10 females and 5 males) who answered a 
questionnaire sent home with their children. The questionnaire 
examined attitudes toward designer clothing and peer pressure, 
uniform colors as a measure of safety, uniform dress as a financial 
savings, the impact of the dress code on self-esteem and academic 
achievement, and dress as a form of self-expression. Seventy-seven 
percent of parents agreed that children are pressured by their peers 
over clothing, and approximately 87 percent believed that uniforms 
eliminated some competition, although 60 percent disagreed that 
wearing uniforms promoted positive interactions among students. Most 
parents thought that uniform dress provided some protection against 
gangs and identification with gang clothing, and most felt that 
uniforms were more economical than the purchase of school clothes. A 
great majority (93 percent) thought that wearing uniforms helps 
children realize that clothes do not make the person. Parents seem to 
respond favorably to the uniform dress policy in this school, but 
parent involvement and support would seem to be a necessity for 
implementing such a policy. One table presents parent responses. 
(Contains 11 references.) (SLD) 
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parents' OPINIONS OF THE UNIFORM STUDENT DRESS CODE 



Helen Woods and Eari Ogletree 

?i 

NO 

^ In recent years many large urban public school systems have 

O experienced problems related to students' appearance. Clothes have 
^ become the pre-eminent stature Rymbol . Therefore, witliin many inner 
scliools across tlie country parents, pr.i ncj.pa Is , and some school 
boards became interested in vuiiform dress code policies (The Harvard 
Education Letter, 1989). 

Advocates believe that a uniformity dress code promotes a 
feeling of "oneness" among students, and can reduce the difference 
between the "haves" and "have nots". They also believe that it can 
reduce tl^e amount of money tliat young people and their parents spend 
for clotliing. 

Despite the advantages of having uniform dress codes, not all 
school officials, and parents agree with them. The restriction of 
student and parental riglits to freedom of expression in appearance, 
intrusion into tlie private lives of students, and lack of research 
to show relationships between academic achievement, positive social, 
behavior are some of the reasons for opposition to uniform dress 
code. Principals must individualize the analysis and response to 
events in the specific schools. 

The small number of studies that have investigated the uniform 
dress code practices in public schools, have been inconclusive. Much 
of it lacks follow-up. Tliere is a need to collect and exchange more 
information about tlie impact of dress codes and uniforms in order in 
order to establish a basis from whicli policies can be genei'ated. 

It is hoped that the findings will provide insight into how 
parents can become involved in forming and implementing policy 
within their children's scliools. 

The results of the present study will be of value to 
administrators, teacliers, parents and local school councils 
contemplating pursuing such a policy for tlieir students. 
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Historically, di.ess regulations were not developed to teach 
conformity. They were established to teach that clothes do not make 
the woman or man. Moreover, they have assisted inner city children 
in learning how to di;ess and Jiave demeanor needed to enter and 
in the job market. 

havo implemented a uniform dress code 
ts to articulate a valid educational 
By all accounts the use of uniforms have 
school officials have solicited active 
parent invol 3ment in the decision making. Uniforms have been 
introduced in tlie elementary cfi-ades v/liore there is least level of 
resistance by students. Youngei- students are not likely to demand 
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express themselves through clothing, and it is a good place to 
inculate positive values and attitudes about school. 

Public school policies regarding dress codes and uniforms vary 
from district to district, Baltimore (MD) City Public School System 
is explicit in setting standards, while public schools in Chicago, 
Atlanta, and Washington, D.C. defer in decisions regarding 
appearance to individuals principals, teachers, students, ''nd 
parents. It appears that these systems want to maximize 
participatory goverance as well as to avoid violation of students' 
rights . 

The boundaries on the authority of school officials to adopts 
stricter dress codes is now relatively clear. Student attire that 
conveys a message on a manner of public concern is considered 
symbolic speech deserving the full protection of the "Tinker" 
material and substantial disruption standard. Vulgar, indecent 
obscene or insulting dress need not be tolerated. Dress that carries 
a message that promotes or encourages behavior contrary to valid 
predagogical purposes is prohibited under "Bethel". The trend in the 
courts supported by the Supreme Court precedent is to leave these 
policy deci sions to parents and educators (Pugh) 1989 . 

Testimonials from school officials that have introduced 
uniforms, offer numerous justifications for their use. Increasing 
students' self-esteem, scliool pride, and atteiition to school work 
are reasons given most often. The principal in one elementary school 
in an economically depressed neighborhood of Baltimore offered this 
observation of its voluntary uniform policy. 

A Maryland junior high school principal and his colleagues 
observed an increase in the number of students on the honor roll 
after the school implemented a uniform policy. Another principal 
noted the significant decrease in the number of disputes among 
students and an increase in positive student interaction. 

In the D.C.P.S. (District of Columbia Public Schools) favorable 
reasons that parents gave for a uniform dress code were: uniforms 
were more favorable than clothing generally purchased for their 
child, to help children focus on learning, to erase some of their 
child's feeling of shame and embarrassment, and the need to teach 
students that clothes do not make a person, and to improve student 
achievement . 

At best, the establishment of a uniform policy/dress code might 
serve as one of the factors that could lead to improved student 
attendance and achievement. Many variables impact on student 
achievement. Curriculum instruction, assessment methods and 
instruments, parental involvement/support, school cli.mate, etc. At 
most, uniforms many contribute to a cliange in student perceptions of 
each other and the values they hold elements most likely to impact 
on school climate. Since luu f orm policies/dress codes may be one of 
the factors that ultimately impact on scliool climate, it will be 
difficult to establisli ^ dii:ect wear to school and how they perform 
in school. 



In June 1988, staff in tlie Research Branch, Division of Quality 
Assurance and Management Planning, surveyed 2,257 students in grades 
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5 through 11 at 23 schools, on their views of the value of 
implementing a proposed dress code or uniform policy (District of 
Columbia Public Schools, 1988). Among the findings were the 
following: 1) students (63%) in grades 5 through 10 agreed that peer 
pressure was being put on them based on the type of clothing they 
wore; 2) students respondents (69%), at the surveyed grade levels 
were opposed to a dress code uniform policy; and 3) students 
respondents (60%), stated that a dress code uniform policy would not 
eliminate competition over clothrs. 

This study indicates that though the majority of the students 
admit to the pressure put on them by their peers in reference to 
clothes, they were or they are still opposed to a dress code/uniform 
policy. Students basically feel that a dress code policy whether it 
be uniformity or not would not eliminate competition over clothes. 

In the D.C.P.S. consideration of a uniform policy proceeded via 
the following steps surveyed to determined interest in developing a 
uniform dress policy. The findings were as follows: Of the two 
hundred sixty-eight parents responding to the survey of parents^ 
views of uniform policies or practices within the D.C.P.S., (236) 
indicated that their child's school needed a uniform policy to: 1) 
assist children to learn tliat clothes do not make the person (187 of 
268) and 2) because of potential financial savings within the 
household (186). Parents also cited; 1) the child's concern with 
designer clothes over obtaining good grades (196) and/or 2) parents' 
belief that students without designer clothes were ridiculed by 
their classmates (152) as concerns. This item indicated the 
existence of statistically significant differences by levl with 
parents of junior high school students most often citing, those 
resoonses (76%) . 

This study shows that over half the parents who participated in 
the survey expressed the need for a uniform dress code policy and 
indicated the reasons why such a policy was important to them, and 
their objectives for wanting to implement them with the children. It 
also shows that parents would like to help their children find more 
profound ways to express themselves as individuals. 

Philadelphia was one of the first large urban school districts 
to establish a uniform dress code. Parents, teachers, and students 
apparently felt that competition was serious enough to merit action. 
On the basis of an evaluation study that was conducted, after 
research on the topic of public school dress codes, the findings 
were documented in an official school report (1989). The findings 
showed that 91% of the parents wlio were surveyed in one elementary 
school indicated that the dress code enhanced the schools image. 
Eighty-eight percent (88%) of the responding parents agreed with the 
policy and felt it lessened (they felt) competition and peer 
pressure to dress a certain way. Eighty-one (81%) of the parents 
felt that the dress code would save them money on clothes shopping. 

The overwhelming majority of the teachers who were surveyed at 
the pilot site felt that students were proud to wear the school 
colors, and the policy de -emphasn zed student dress competition. It 
is difficult to test the validity of such a persective, (51%) of the 
students who responded to the evaluation indicated that wearing a 
school uniform did not affect their behavior. Based on follow-up 
interviews conducted by the principal, it was furtlier determined 
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?nichool'''Se^I'LS"^''''^ believed that they already behaved well 
bShavJor!' ^^^^'^^^^'^^ wearing a school t.nifTorm had no impact on their 

teache^s^ iTr-tLV""^ T assumption, particularly among 

con?ribute^?n^n ■ P°l-^c:ymakers, that school uniforms would 

contribute to an improved school climate 

>.»,,o ^^^^^^^^ .studies included in this research shows that parents 
have opinions favoring a uniform dress code with the two foremost 

;e:r?he'^!aSstT:?'''"^r\^^"^°"^ th:ir°p::°:\o 
B^;: In sl^lll\tTtl,ir -P^nse that the? can 

overanTh^-^' administrators do not appear to have an 

conceiLd about7h.°5 '-"^^^'l^^^ P°li-y- Parents seem to be more 
educatSri ^^°^\^^^^^°'^P'^titiveness in dressing their children, and 
Jo«?rof w , ^ concerned with students conforming to the 

?oniernf ar'^ Jalid ^^^hancing the educational climate WhiL atl 

T^^lr'^^l^i^V^^^^""^^ :nd^'l^?r''^^ importance 
them. - i-uuenL.. input and how these concerns affect 

tmi ro^^''^^^^ ^^""^ '"^''^''^ it ^°^'ld easier to implement a 

h?a^ K^^'f^K "^^"^^ ^^"^ children in the elementary letel than ilior 
high school because the younger children are less%,rMwo ?1 junior 
expressing themselves through their clothii'5. 

ahout'^^sLl:n? urfo/m°^ciret'Vor/ ^^^^'^^^^ °^ ^^^^^ ^-1 

PROCEDURES 

Pogul ation/Samp l _f 

thirtrc\L°?^J^^?Ji^",f!:,i^^,l;;!f,j.-l"^- the available sample of 
Hispanic origin Tliev ^i-c r-^ ^ School parents of Black and 
males) and 15%i spL'rcr^ir^^^^^r^^^fnd \' '^^^^ f-airj'and 5 

socioeconomic status communities '"^^^'"'^ ^"^^"^ "^-^^^1^ and low 

home ^?t7?;;IThrT5r:^"^^¥^^ which was sent 

pnone calls were made to he^.amn}° wh'; f collected. Follow-up 

questionnaire. Completed m^^^T^o • ''"""^ ""^^ returned th- 

instrument: ^'""'^'^ ^^'^^ t, onnai res were placed in a collection. 

Dress^'SSd^ Survey ^puesj?:,^°Ji!^V^^^^ P^^J"ts' Opinions of Uniform 

measure their opinLlfo? hr,mi?:rm'dr'"'''"r^ '° P^^'^^^s to 
school. ^'^^ uniform dress code policy in their 

The questionnaire wa. divided into five categories 

Sni%^:^.^^\^:;^^^^ l^lPeer pressure. 
3. Uniform dre°s as '''"^ °^ safety, 

school Clothing. ""^^^ ^ financial savings' on the purchase of 

academic IShi^v^L'.^^^ ^"'^^^^^^ code on self-esteem and 

Therf^a's Tt^taTof^^ ■"^^i^-^'^Pression . 
contained four statem^ir,? ^^^'^"ty statements the first r-.i- 
statement, the ^^TV:^,^ ^^^^^^^^^ory cl'ullltroTe'' 
fifth category contained ?hree s?a?ements''''^ statements, and the 
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RESULTS 



w«c: Zl.^ T tabulated in percentages and the chi square test 

was employed at the .05 level of significance. Responses £o the 

IT^TLI T^^'^^ ^^^^^ ^- '^'■'^ ^^ta in the table show 

^^f^. majority of parents agree with the uniform dress code 
policy m their school. 

r,r-.«/^''H'K^^?°'' "^"^^ °^ parents agree that children are 

pressured by their peers over the type of clothes they wear 74°/ 

M^iouah evfof are sometimes ridiculed about U.eir Clothes. 

™o ^ /\ parents believed that wearing uniforms eliminated 
some competition over clothes, 60% disagreed that wearing uniforms 
promoted positive interaction between children and their peJts 
un^fr^Z '■^^^''^^ ^° safety, the majority (80%) believed that wearing 

nT/ril T7.'-t^'^ ^^"^'"^^ "^^^-^y- Tl^^ thirty parents (15 

Blacks and 15 Hispanics) who participated in this study reside in an 
area where gang crime activity is high (emphasis' placed on certain 
clothes and colors) wh.ch gives indication as to why the majoritj 

of £fe?v';^^^nl^^ uniform dress code policy provided some measure 
ot safety against gangs. 

In the section of the questionnaire that dealt with financial 
savings on school clothing, the majority (80%) of parents believed 
that buying uniforms provided potential financial Savings on the 
purchasing of school clothes. Eighty percent believed that Lying 

r ^^P^"-^i^^ than buying street clothes, and 84% 
agreed that uniforms were easier and more economical ti maintain 

c iJdr^rir^ Sec"'" ''''^ ^^o-ty (84%) also agreed thaJ 

Children are becoming conRumers early in life and are influenced 
through media manuf acture^ and advertisement^ nriuenced 
ur^ifntrT ^"^^tions were asked regarding the impact that the 
uniform dress code has had on children's self-esteem and 
achievement. Responses in this section indicated that a ar^-at 
majority (93%) believed that a uniforn, dress code poLcy^a^^ps to 
assist children in learning that clothes do not make a persoS 
Seventy percent believed that wearing uniforms can prr.mote a feelina 
att^nt^^r- ^^'^^^^ ^'^'^ their child fScus'ed mor^ ^ 

uSforis nrLi^^J'''"^,^"^ studying, and 80% agreed that wearing 
DarenJr^mo/T ^ conduct. Results also demonstrate that 

parents (60% have s^en some effect on the uniform dress code policy 
' attitude toward school. Parents specifically Sgreed 

earni^S'tha?'cV"i^°"\''"%' ^^'^^^^ ''^'^^ to assist children In 

learning that clothes do not make a person 

as a ?orm^o?''L?r^'"" ''^•^"^ questionnaire was concerned with dress 
uni^or^^ ? self-expression. Eighty-four percent accepted the 
uniform colors and seventy- seven percent disagreed that wearing 
uniforms restricted their child's freedom of expression ij;^''""^ 
appearance and that wearing uniforms was an intrusion into the 
private lives of the students. 
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TABLE I 

RESPONSES TO UNIFORM DRESS CODE QUESTIONNAIRE 
N=30 A=Agree B^Disagi-^ee C=Uncertain 



1. There is peer pressure based on the type of 
clothes children wear. 

2. The uniform dress code helps to eliminate 
some of the competition over clothes children 
wear , 

3. Sometimes children are ridiculed by peers 
over the type of clothes they wear. 

4. Wearing uniforms promotes positive inter- 
action between peers, 

5. Wearing uniforms provides some degree of 
safety against gangs, 

6. Uniforms provide potential financial 
savings on school clothes for the future, 
as prices on clothes continue to increase. 

7. Buying uniforms is less expensive than 
buying regular street clothes. 

8. Uniforms are easier and more economical to 
maintain than regular street clothes. 

9. Children are becoming consumers at an 
early age. 

10. Children are influenced by peers, media 
manufactures, and advertisements. 

11. The uniform dress code policy should be 
considered as a way to promote self-esteem. 

12. He/she appears to focus more attention 
on learning and studies. 

13. Flis/Her attitude toward school has 
changed since the implementation of the 
dress code . 

14. Wearing uniforms helps deter a child's 
concern with designer clothes over obtain- 
ing good grades. 
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*Signif icance at the 



15. Wearing uniforms promotes good conduct. 

16. The uniform dress code policy helps to 
assist children in learning that clothes do 
not make a person. 

17. Wearing uniforms can promote a feeling of 
oneness . 

18. Wearing uniforms restrict freedom of ex- 
pression in appearance. 

19. Wearing uniforms is an intrusion into the 
private lives of students. 

20. The uniform colors are acceptable. 
05 level. 
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DISCUSSION 

.... . g 

The findings showed there was no statistically significant 
difference in responses among parents on their opinions of the 
uniform dress code policy. The parents appear to accept the uniform 
dress in their scliool based on favorable responses in each section 
of the questionnaire, 

A majority of parents (60%) did not believe that a uniform 
dress promoted positive interaction between students and tlieir 
peers. In contrast to parents' opinion, Stevenson (1991) found 
through interviews witli principals in the Baltimore, Md. Public 
Schools (implementing a uniform dress code p>olicy) a decrease in tlie 
number of disputes among students and an increase in positive 
student interaction . 

A review of the literature on public school parents' opinion of 
uniform dress code policy revealed that there were no conclusive 
evidence of positive or negative opinions. Findings revealed that a 
majority of pareiits favored a uniform dress code policy in order to 
eliminate some of the competition over clothes. Wesley (1992) found 
through a survey on parents* opinions of school dress policies that 
parents (Philadelphia Public Schools) generally believed that a 
uniform code lessened competition and peer pressure to dress a 
certain way. Students were administered a questionnaire to determine 
their opinions if a vniiform dress code policy would eliminate 
competition over clothes. Findings showed that students admitted to 
the pressure put on them by their peers in reference to the clothes 
they wore. 

On the issue of financial savings, parents believed uiiiforms 
were more economical. Stevenson (1991) found that parents generally 
believed that uniforms cost less than regular street clothes. The 
majority felt advertisements had too much influence on their 
children to purchase designer clothes. 

Parents believed thr-^t wearing uniforms should be considered in 
promoting self-esteem, f orvissit^g on learniiig and obtaining good 
grades. Jennings (1989) found through "Principals' Opinion Poll on 
the Impact Uniform Dress Code" that it was difficult to determine 
the impact because of all the variables to be considered in student 
achievement . 

Seventy- seven percent disagreed that wearing uniforms was an 
intrusion into the students' private lives, and seventy-seven 
percent also disagreed tliat wearing uiii forms restricted freedom of 
expression in appearance. Fast (1992) found that parents expressed a 
need for a uniform dress code as one way to help their children find 
a more profound way to express themselves as individuals. 

In summary, parents feel objectively about the uniform dress 
code policy in their school. Paretits, administrators, and local 
school councils will enconnte)^ less obstacles in trying to introduce 
a uniform dress code poli cy in tlieir scliool district . Findings 
indicate that before scliool districts can successfully implement a 
uniform dress code policy in their schools, they will need to obtain 
the active involvement and support of parents. 
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